In late September, millions of Americans tuned in to an episode of the popular situation comedy Parks and Recreation in which a pragmatic city politician tried to limit the sale of large sodas in an effort to fight obesity. The story included gags like a 64 fluid ounce (2 L) drink known as the "Sweetums Sugar Splash," and a 512 ounce "child size" option-so called because, as a soda representative smilingly puts it, "It's roughly the size of a 2 year old child, if the child were liquefied."
The episode represented a milestone in the ongoing debate about soda and obesity. For years, the topic had lingered in research laboratories and academic journals; today, it is international news, showing up on primetime television and being discussed by the mayor of London, Boris Johnson. It is a transformation prompted in large part by a controversial proposal from Michael R Bloomberg, the billionaire mayor of New York City. This spring, Bloomberg introduced a plan that would ban the sale of supersized sweet drinks in New York's restaurants, movie theaters, street carts, and sports stadiums. Sugary drinks, defined as having 25 kilocalories per 8 ounces (250 mL), would be available only in quantities below 16 ounces-smaller than a typical vending machine bottle. The rule would affect a range of popular beverages like sport drinks and pre-sweetened iced teas.
Bloomberg's plan was approved in September by the city's Board of Health, whose members are appointed by the mayor, and it will go into effect in March. Many public health organizations praised the plan, but it has also spurred uneasiness among consumers and significant opposition from the soft drink industry, which spent more than $1m (£0.6m; €0.8m) on a public relations effort in New York to defeat the plan, including subway advertising and airborne banners flown over city beaches.
Obesity's prime culprit
Is soda the new tobacco? Some nutritionists are identifying sugary drinks as a prime culprit for runaway obesity rates in the United States, where people consume millions of gallons of soft drink each year. The beverage industry has pushed back, saying that soda contributes only a small portion of calories to a daily diet and attempts at regulation represent a nanny state run amok.
New York City's health department, which has pioneered innovative public health policies including a smoking ban in restaurants, restrictions on trans fats, and calorie labels on menus, says that about 5800 New Yorkers die each year from diseases related to obesity, including diabetes, with the death rates far higher in poorer neighborhoods. More than half of adult New Yorkers are classified by the city as obese or overweight, and the health department has estimated that $2.7bn in Medicaid costs were accrued in the city because of obesity. 2 In his briefings about the soda plan, Dr Thomas Farley, the city health commissioner, estimated that up to half of the increase in obesity in New York City over the past three decades could be attributed to higher intake of "empty calories" in sugary beverages. One reason for this is the increase in serving size: the typical plastic bottle of Coca-Cola today is 20 fluid ounces, up from about 8 ounces in the mid-20th century.
Serving size can have a major effect on the quantity of food or drink consumed. In one study, participants ate soup from a bowl that, unbeknown to them, contained a false bottom that allowed researchers to slowly refill the bowl; the participants ate more soup than a control group with regular bowls, and did not report feeling more full. "It seems that people use their eyes to count calories and not their stomachs," the researchers wrote. 3 Further evidence about the role of sugary drinks in obesity came last month, with two studies published in the New England Journal of Medicine suggesting that lower consumption could slow weight gain in children. In one randomised clinical trial, 110 randomly chosen overweight or obese teenagers were told by researchers to cut down on sugary drinks while also being supplied with diet drinks; after a year, this cohort gained less than half as many pounds as the 114 teenagers in the control 4 In another trial, younger children, between the ages of 4 and 11, who drank 8 ounces of a sugary drink every day for 18 months gained 7.37 kg (16.2 lb) on average; a similar group that consumed a sugar-free version of the drink gained 6.35 kg (13.9 lb) on average.
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Industry opposition
The soft drink industry counters that soda sales have fallen in the past decade, even as obesity rates continued to rise. The industry says that, since 1998, the average calories per serving in its beverages have fallen 23%, and it argues that sweetened drinks only contribute about 7% of the calories in a daily diet.
New Yorkers for Beverage Choices, a faux grassroots group set up by the industry after the mayor announced his plan, also argued that Bloomberg's policy infringed consumers' rights to choose what they drink, and it has organized its campaign against a patriotic backdrop.
Its rallying cry has been, "Don't let bureaucrats tell you what size beverage to buy," and its logo a Statue of Liberty-like silhouette holding a large soda cup. A lobbyist for the movie theater industry, which has been running previews before films in New York theaters, said: "It's not American to tell me I can't eat a big hot dog, or that I can't drink a big soda."
In an advertisement on city radio stations, an announcer says: "This is New York City; no one tells us what neighborhood to live in or what team to root for," before adding, "So are we going to let our mayor tell us what size beverage to buy?" The ads are funded by the beverage industry's trade group, the American Beverage Association.
The campaign seems to have gained some traction. In a New York Times poll published on 6 August, 6 in 10 New Yorkers said they believed the soda restrictions to be a bad idea; many of those respondents echoed talking points from the industry, saying consumers should be allowed to make their own choices.
And the mayor's plan has come in for some ribbing. Jon Stewart, the popular talk show host, compared New York's liberal laws on marijuana possession with its seemingly stringent stance on large sodas. Boris Johnson, a guest on Stewart's program, said London would offer sanctuary to "refugees from the soda tyranny in New York."
The soda industry has said it might file a legal challenge to stop or stay the mayor's plan before it takes effect. The industry could argue that the regulation of soda cup sizes is an overreach of the powers given to the board of health, or that restrictions put in place by a municipality interfere with interstate commerce, which only the federal government is allowed to oversee.
There is also the question of the mayor's tenure, which is up at the end of 2013. Representatives from Coca-Cola have met with the major candidates to replace Bloomberg. Members of the city council, New York City's legislative body, have circulated a petition against the plan, although the council is considered relatively weak.
Uncertain success
Ultimately, the fate of the plan could come down to whether it will actually work. The soda industry has questioned whether the limits would reduce obesity rates, arguing that exercise and government investment in physical education programs would be more effective. The city's rules also do not affect convenience stores, which means that super sized sodas will still be widely available.
The researcher in charge of one of the studies in the New England Journal of Medicine, Martijn Katan, emeritus professor of nutrition at VU University Amsterdam, told the New York Times that government regulation had the potential to backfire.
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Consumers could recoil from the rules, and a tax on sodas could lead poorer residents to purchase fewer fresh vegetables and fruits, which can be relatively expensive.
On the day the mayor's plan was approved, the directors of Cornell University's Center for Behavioral Economics in Child Nutrition, Brian Wansink and David R Just, issued a statement saying they were nervous that all the focus on Bloomberg's idea had raised the stakes of its success. 7 "If it fails, no one will trust that the next big-and perhaps better-idea will work, because, 'Look what happened in New York City,'" Wansink said. "It poisons the water for ideas that may have more potential."
